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PART A:

INTRODUCTION AND TERMS OF REFERENCE – PORT STANLEY
HERITAGE CONSERVATION DISTRICT STUDY

INTRODUCTION AND FIRST STEPS
The village of Port Stanley has had a rich history, extending back over the last 200 years. In 1804,
John Bostwick received a land grant of 600 acres at the mouth of Kettle Creek. The tiny village
which grew up at this location was first known as Kettle Creek, but in 1824 was renamed Port
Stanley in honour of Lord Stanley, who in that year had been visiting his friend Colonel Talbot on
the neighbouring estate. In the following years Port Stanley became a key portal of entry for the
tens of thousands of immigrants who poured into Southwestern Ontario. In 1874 the Village of
Port Stanley was incorporated, and developed into an important centre for commercial fishing, as
well as providing a major summer resort for residents of London and St. Thomas. In 1998 the
village was amalgamated with the surrounding area to form the Municipality of Central Elgin.
FIRST THOUGHTS OF ESTABLISHING A HERITAGE CONSERVATION DISTRICT
In the Autumn of 2010, Nigel Howcroft, a member of Heritage Port, the Port Stanley historical
society, proposed that we consider establishing a Heritage Conservation District to emphasize and
preserve our unique heritage. It was felt that Port Stanley has managed to resist the inroads of
harbour industrialization that have beset so many small communities on the shores of the Great
Lakes. Port Stanley is still the centre of an active fishing fleet and a tourist destination for
generations of summer vacationers. It is this look and feel, with a personal relationship to the
waterfront property surrounding the harbour, which is treasured by the present day residents of
Port Stanley. We think, we hope, that this can be preserved.
The proposal to try and establish a HCD proposal was enthusiastically endorsed by the Heritage
Port membership and also by the Port Stanley Village Association, of which Howcroft was the
president. A committee was formed, consisting of Nigel Howcroft and Dr. Craig Cole, an
amateur historian who had been president of Heritage Port for many years, to further examine this
possibility.
SUBSEQUENT EFFORTS
In subsequent months, HCD studies of other heritage conservation districts in Ontario were
examined, site visits were made to other communities which had successful HCDs, the Central
Elgin planning department was consulted, and meetings were arranged with people who had been
instrumental in establishing HCDs in neighbouring communities. In the Spring of 2011 Howcroft
and Cole met with the Port Stanley BIA and received their endorsement to proceed with this
proposal. It was decided that since the BIA was a committee of the Municipality of Central Elgin
Council, they should be the group to spearhead a presentation to Council advocating that a HCD
study be performed.
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PRESENTATION TO COUNCIL
On June 20, 2011 a formal proposal was made by the Port Stanley BIA to the Central Elgin
Council to establish a HCD in the former village of Port Stanley. This proposal was favourably
received by the MCE Council. They directed the Central Elgin Planning Office in consultation
with Heritage Central Elgin (Council’s Heritage Committee), to prepare a report for Council’s
consideration and instructed the planning office to suggest terms of reference which would address
community heritage and urban design aspects, in addition to estimating the project costs which
would be associated with the creation of a HCD in Port Stanley.
PLANNING OFFICE REPORT
On September 19, 2011 the planning department delivered their report to Council. It begins by
stating that: “ the draft terms of reference presume that many of the tasks associated with the Area
Study (Part A) could be completed by local heritage enthusiasts/experts and staff. This particular
part of the study is largely information gathering and [involves] assessment of the heritage value of
properties within the study area. Local heritage enthusiasts with Heritage Central Elgin and
Heritage Port have the local knowledge and historical context within Port Stanley to effectively
complete such assessments. The planning office could provide the technical information (i.e.
zoning and official plan designations,) and mapping to assist in completion of Part A.”
The planning office report stated that the purpose of a HCD area study was to provide background
information and a framework upon which to base a HCD plan. Suggestions were made by the
planning department concerning the makeup of the steering committee and the nature of the
material to be presented at an initial public meeting.
Expanding on the statement made in the introduction to the terms of reference, the planning
department report says “The goal of Part (A) - Research, Inventory and Analysis is to provide a
framework upon which to base the Heritage Conservation District Plan. The objectives to be
completed in this part of the district study process include the following:
(a) To define the character of the Study Area, through the research and evaluation of properties,
structures, streetscapes, landmarks and open spaces within the Study Area.
(b) The completion of a Community of Port Stanley heritage conservation district study that
includes the inventory and evaluation of properties, streetscapes, buildings, landmarks, open
spaces and if applicable, any archaeological resources within the Study Area.
(c) To determine, based on the information and survey collected above, in conjunction with other
heritage district evaluation criteria, specific boundaries of a heritage conservation district
within the study area and present a justified and reasonable rationale for the proposed
boundary.
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(d) To set out in the study general conservation objectives that would be refined further into
guidelines and included in a Community of Port Stanley Conservation District Plan.“
This in turn led to the following “Deliverables.”
To achieve the above objectives, Heritage Central Elgin, in cooperation with Heritage Port and the
Central Elgin Planning Office will undertake a component of the background research of the Area
Study by completing the following tasks:
l.

Detailed survey, research and inventory (by municipal address or geographic area) of each
property, building, structure, vacant land, open space(s) and landmark(s) within the Study
Area. Base maps and other visuals showing property lines, boundaries, streets, property lines,
setbacks would be provided;

2. For each property in the proposed study area a tentative A, B, or C designation will be assigned
based on the following criteria:
A. Properties of major heritage interest. These will be sites that because of their unique
architectural design or historical association, merit higher priority for conservation and
rehabilitation, public awareness or special policy provisions.
B. Properties which have lesser historical importance but which are deemed to be
complementary to the heritage aspect of the study area
C. Properties which do not meet either of the previous specifications.
Subsequent planning restrictions will depend on this categorization. For properties which are
given an A designation a brief historical summary of original and recent ownership, and its
significance within the historical development of the community will be provided
3. Provide in detail the following for each building/property in the Study Area:
(a) Identification of building design/architectural style, including unique and significant
architectural features (e.g. verandahs, windows, cornices, etc.)
(b) Contextual significance of the property within the streetscape character
(c) General evaluation of exterior building structural condition
(d) Current zoning of` structure (commercial/residential, etc.)
(e) Hard copy photographs.
4. Identify current planning policies affecting the Study Area such as the Official Plan and
Zoning By-law. Specifically, policies and regulations relating to land use, building setbacks,
building height, intensity of development, floor area, landscape areas and lighting.
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5. Identify vacant properties or undeveloped land that may be significant in securing the heritage
character and distinction of the proposed district, including strategic gateways or vistas related
to the district.
6. Based on the research and information gathered in the above, in addition to relevant heritage
criteria, make recommendations related to the following:
(a) A defensible and rational boundary for a heritage conservation district within or
establishing the whole of the Study Area.
(b) Define heritage character(s) for the proposed heritage conservation district;
(c) The potential for designating individual properties under Part IV of the Ontario Heritage
Act, including the identification of buffer areas that may be located outside the proposed
heritage district boundaries. This will assist the Municipality of Central Elgin at the
Ontario Municipal Board for confirmation of the area that is finally established by the
District by-law; and
(d) General district design/planning
7. Prepare a document summarizing the Area Study findings and recommendations, and present
to Council.
BUDGET APPROVAL
The planning department report was sent to Council’s budget committee. In May of 2012 the
budget committee approved a budget of $50,000 to fund a HCD study, and requested that a Phase
One area study be prepared.
HCD STEERING COMMITTEE FORMED
A HCD steering committee was formed consisting of MCE Councillor Sally Martyn (chair), MCE
Councillor Dan McNeil, HCE representative Dr. Robert Burns, Heritage Port representative Dr.
Craig Cole, BIA representative Carol Gates, and Port Stanley Village Association representative
Nigel Howcroft, supported by MCE staff members Don Leitch, and Jim McCoomb. This
committee held its first meeting on May 23 of 2012. At that meeting it was agreed that the Phase
One area report would be prepared by Burns and Cole. McCoomb presented the steering
committee meeting with a map that he had prepared in collaboration with Burns and Cole showing
proposed boundaries for a HCD. This is shown in Appendix 1.
FIRST PUBLIC MEETING
It was agreed that a well-publicized initial public meeting would be held in the Port Stanley arena
on July 4. The purpose of the meeting would be to outline the HCD concept to residents of Port
Stanley, and to review the boundaries of the proposed district. The meeting was advertised in the
local press and letters outlining the purpose of the meeting were hand delivered to all residents of
the proposed HCD. The members of the steering committee were delighted by the very large
4

numbers of Port Stanley residents who attended. Some estimates placed the number of attendees
at close to 80.
The MCE planning department had prepared detailed displays of the area which might be included
in the proposed HCD. Various members of the steering committee described in detail the process
of creating a HCD and their vision for creating a HCD which would preserve the present look and
feel of Port Stanley as a commercial fishing village and summer resort mecca.
Questions were invited, and clarification made on several issues.
The overall feel of the meeting was extremely positive. It can perhaps best be summed up by the
headline in the local press which read “Port Stanley Heritage District receives resounding public
support”. Not a single objection was made to proceeding with the proposal to further study the
establishment of a HCD. Indeed, several attendees felt that the proposed HCD area should be
extended.
Following the meeting a second letter was sent to all the residents of the proposed district,
reporting on the meeting, soliciting their comments, and urging them to send us any information
which they had about the history of their property. The responses have been included in the
appendices to this report which deal with the descriptions of individual properties. Perhaps it
should again be stressed that we did not receive a single objection to the establishment of a HCD.
BOUNDARY QUESTIONS
The possibility which had been raised by several people at the first public meeting of extending the
boundaries of the proposed HCD was carefully considered by the steering committee. It was felt
that by defining the HCD as the core area of the village surrounding the harbour we were reflecting
the situation of the little village that existed in the 19th century (c.f. historical overview). There
are nine properties in Port Stanley which have been designated under section IV of the Ontario
Heritage Act. Eight of these fall within the proposed boundaries of the HCD. An additional
seven properties are on the MCE Clerk’s list of properties of historical interest. All of them are
within the proposed boundaries. If the boundaries of the district were to be extended, they would
include areas of the village which were devoted primarily to summer residences. There are many
such districts in Port Stanley: Orchard Beach and Hillcrest to the east and Invererie Heights, Erie
Rest and Mitchell Heights to the west. The architectural style of the residences here are very
diverse, one might even say eclectic. Each of these areas is in some way distinct, and the
possibility exists that our original proposed HCD in the core of the village might serve as a model
for future heritage conservation districts which would include one or more of the “beaches”. Based
on these considerations it was decided to recommend the boundaries shown in the appended
colour-coded map.
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THE HERITAGE ASSESSMENT AND CATEGORIZATION PROCESS
Because there are 275 individual properties within the currently defined borders of Port Stanley’s
Heritage Conservation District, the HCD Steering Committee has applied a three category
evaluation system to each property.
Category A properties exhibit exceptional architectural, historical and/or contextual values.
Category B are those deemed to have significant, but lesser, heritage values. Category C may
have some contextual significance but do not merit an A or B classification. In most cases
properties that excelled in each of the three criteria outlined below have been classified as
Category A, while those with two high values are Category B and the remainder Category C. Site
specific circumstances have altered this process in a few situations. The resulting assessment of
our real property inventory identified 23 category A properties and 28 category B properties. The
remaining 224 properties fall into category C.
Because of constraints of time and resources detailed historical analyses were not feasible for all
the properties in the designated area but each was reviewed according to the following matrix of
questions. More points of analysis will no doubt be added in the second or planning phase of the
process and some evaluation may change as a result. The implications for the future maintenance
and repair of properties within each category will be dealt with in the second phase.
THE HERITAGE ASSESSMENT MATRIX
Architecture
1 - Does the building represent a particular style or type of architectural design?
2 - Does the building exhibit architectural detailing, such as symmetrical façades, transoms,
fanlights to name but a few of many possible attributes?
3 - Has the building maintained its physical integrity over time?
4 - What is the nature of the craftsmanship displayed?
History
1 - Is the building associated with a person, process, event or organization that is of
historical significance to the community?
2 - Does the building represent a particular time in the development of Port Stanley?
Contextual Value
1 - Is the property important in defining, maintaining or supporting the character of the
village?
2 - Is it physically, functionally, visually or historically linked to its surroundings?
3 - Is the property considered to be a landmark?
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A CATEGORY PROPERTIES
Bridge Street
Bridge Street
302 Bridge Street
315 Bridge Street
285 Carlow Road
221 Colborne Street
224 Colborne Street
232 Colborne Street
238 Colborne Street
239 Colborne Street
279 Colborne Street
283 Colborne Street
216 Joseph Street
Main Street
185 Main Street
194 Main Street
205 Main Street
207 Main Street
211 Main Street
215 Main Street
320 Smith Street
324 Smith Street
Western Breakwater

(23)
King George VI Bridge
Glover Park
Former Town Hall
Terminal Rail Station
Lion’s Landing Marina Park
Loney Building
Architecture
Thompson House
St. John’s Presbyterian Church
Port Stanley United Church
Captain Mark Berry Home
Christ Church
Kettle Creek Inn [former Samuel Price home]
Cairn
Old Cork Kiln
Former East Side Fish Company Bldg.
Telegraph House [former Manuel Payne home]
Former John Bostwick Warehouse
Russell House
Old Livery Stable
Architecture
Windjammer Inn [former Sam Sheppard home]
Lighthouse

B CATEGORY PROPERTIES
236 Bostwick Street
284 Bridge Street
291 Bridge Street
297 Bridge Street
Carlow Road
Carlow Road
Carlow Road
Carlow Road
233 Colborne Street
236 Colborne Street
242 Colborne Street
245 Colborne Street
332 Edith Cavell Blvd .
310 George Street
320 George Street
321 George Street
325 George Street
292 Hetty Street
297 Hetty Street

(28)
Architecture
Architecture
Masonic Hall
Former Agnes Hepburn Home
Dominion of Canada Warehouse
Grain Silos and Elevators
HMCS Prevost
Kanagio Yacht Club
Former Bell Home
Architecture
Home of Dr. George Jackson
Home of Ernest Glover
GT’s Restaurant
Legion Hall
Architecture
Architecture
Architecture
Architecture
Captain William Berry Home
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269 Jamieson [James]
172 Main Street
177 Main Street
208 Main Street
124 William Street
128 William Street
163 William Street
182 William Street
184 William Street

Street Livery
Jackson’s Fish Market
Former Jackson’s Fish Shanty
Southwest Traction Station
Mackie’s Restaurant
Site of Former Casino Dance Hall
Architecture
Former Log Cabin
Architecture

A NOTE ON SOURCES
A wide range of sources were consulted in the preparation of this study. These include maps and
other iconographic material from the Elgin County Archives and Library and Archives Canada.
The Elgin County Archives were also consulted for documentary sources such as the minutes of
the Village of Port Stanley. The internet and its various resources and source engines made
possible an in-depth plumbing of printed material ranging from official government reports to
news items and anecdotal material published long ago in newspapers, professional journals and
popular magazines. The pioneering works of Agnes Hepburn, Historical Sketches of the Village
of Port Stanley, and Frank and Nancy Prothero, Port Stanley: Musings and Memories, were also
invaluable in providing both content and context.
The authors would like especially to thank the following for their assistance: Brian Masschaele,
Stephen Francom and Gina Coady of the Elgin County Archives, Mike Baker of the Elgin County
Museum, Theresa Regnier of the Western University Archives, Jim McCoomb of the Municipality
of Central Elgin’s Planning Department, local historians Paul Baldwin and Don Cousins, and the
enthusiastic members of Heritage Port, and to apologize to all those whose names have not been
specifically mentioned.
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PART B:

AN OVERVIEW OF THE DEVELOPMENT OF PORT STANLEY ‐ 1800 TO 1893

INTRODUCTION
The following study is not intended to be a history of Port Stanley per se. It is rather an attempt to
trace the physical development of the village from its earliest days up to the middle of the 20th
century. Its purpose is to provide the context for considering the establishment of a Heritage
Conservation District in the heart of the village. It does this by examining the built environment
of the village. It is meant to present the background for a review of the commercial, industrial and
residential structures that are the essential elements Port Stanley as a recreational venue and a
small commercial fishing port. The images in this study, if not specifically identified by source,
are to be found in the two volume collection Port Stanley’s Pictorial Postcards created by Dr.
Craig Cole and published under the auspices of Heritage Port in 2010 and 2011.
THE NASCENT VILLAGE, 18001855
EARLY YEARS
Kettle Creek drains a region of 520 square kilometres into the north shore of Lake Erie.1 Its
mouth, which would in time become Port Stanley’s harbour, was a stopping point for Indigenous
Peoples and, from the mid-eighteenth century, for the occasional European explorer and trader.
On his way to Detroit in August 1812 General Brock and his troops camped there.2 In 1804 John
Bostwick, deputy sheriff of the London District and founder of the village of Port Stanley, patented
600 acres at the mouth of the creek.3 Though he was to be a dominating force in the region’s early
development, Colonel Thomas Talbot’s original land grant did not include the land at the mouth of
Kettle Creek. 4

Figure 1: A sketch of the mouth of Kettle Creek, 1815 (Library and Archives Canada [hereafter LAC], NMC 44758)
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Bostwick resided 60 kilometres to the east at Long Point at the time of his land purchase.
Settlement north of Lake Erie was sporadic in the years before, and immediately after, the War of
1812. As his land holdings expanded Colonel Talbot oversaw the construction of a road network
that attracted settlers and eventually stretched from Long Point to the east and Sandwich
(Windsor) to the west. But, when American troops burned a mill and scattered farms near the
present location of St. Thomas in November 1814, there was nothing at the mouth of Kettle Creek
to attract their attention.5 A sketch of Kettle Creek in 1815 (Figure 1 above) reveals a pristine
wilderness with thick woods on both sides of the creek and a depth of just one and a half feet at its
mouth. It was not until1817 that commercial activity commenced there. In that year merchant
and entrepreneur James Hamilton unloaded a quantity of trade goods and shipped them north by
canoe to his new store on Kettle Creek at what would become Stirling, and later be absorbed into
St. Thomas.6 In the same year John Bostwick moved from Long Point and settled on his land at
the mouth of the Kettle Creek.7

Figure 2:

Port Stanley Town Plot Showing Structures, 1842 (LAC, NMC 22741)
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Figure 3:

Port Stanley Town Plot, 1843 (LAC, NMC 4970)

THE BEGINNING OF DEVELOPMENT
In 1821 Bostwick is reputed to have had his deputy, Lewis Burwell, conduct a survey of streets and
town lots at the mouth of the creek.8 A copy of this plan has not been found but it probably
resembles the earliest known plans (1842 and 1844), Figures 2 and 3 above, which in turn is
clearly reflected in current street configurations and lot placements. All of the initial
development occurred on the east side of the creek and indeed it would be another two decades
before the first bridge was built across Kettle Creek. By 1822 Bostwick had constructed a small
warehouse and begun dealing in ashes, grain, lumber and other products, providing an outlet for
the farms beginning to develop to the north in Yarmouth and Southwold townships.9 At about
this time the Court of Quarter Sessions of the Peace for Middlesex County, the local level of
government, ordered a road to be surveyed and cut out to link Bostwick’s operations with the
11

community of St. Thomas where town lots had also just recently been set out.10 Less than a
decade later the government of Upper Canada, situated at York (Toronto), authorized the
expenditure of £100 to improve this road.11
The development of Port Stanley in the 1820s was slow. Some maintained that John Bostwick
wanted too much for his town lots. Others have pointed to the fact that the village, until it was
incorporated in 1874, straddled two townships whose boundaries were Kettle Creek itself. It
would certainly have been difficult to co-ordinate development efforts in such a municipal
situation. A recent biographer has suggested that Bostwick was simply not an effective
businessman.12 The main detriment to commercial growth was probably the dangers to which
sailing vessels were exposed in trying to use a natural harbour that did not have the added
protection of manmade piers and breakwaters, particularly in the face of Lake Erie’s often violent
and unpredictable storms.
A ROSE BY ANY OTHER NAME
The use of the name Port Stanley appears to have become common usage at the beginning of the
1830s. The official government correspondence regarding the harbour refers, not to Port Stanley,
but to the mouth of the Kettle Creek.13 The earliest contemporary reference found so far to the
community being called Port Stanley appears in January 1831 letters from James Hamilton and
John Bostwick to Lieutenant Governor Sir John Colborne respectively explaining the delays and
extra costs of the harbour works, and providing import and export data for the harbour.14
Certainly by 1832 Port Stanley was the name commonly used in newspapers and correspondence,
both private and public. 15
In the fall of 1824 Thomas Talbot had hosted four young members of the British House of
Commons, accommodating them for a time at Port Talbot and joining them on visits to parts of
Upper Canada, Quebec and across the border to Rochester. One of these guests was Edward
George Stanley who would become Lord Stanley in 1834 and later serve three terms as the British
Prime Minister a decade later and was also to be the father of Canada’s Governor General Lord
Stanley.16 It would seem likely that Talbot suggested to his friend John Bostwick the name Port
Stanley for the village that was just beginning to take shape at the mouth of Kettle Creek. While
this must remain conjecture, the village did take on the new name within a few years of Stanley’s
visit.
THE KETTLE CREEK HARBOUR
Imports and exports through Kettle Creek began to increase in the 1820s. By 1822 it was
estimated that 274 barrels of ashes and 653 barrels of flour, all from the surrounding farms, left
Kettle Creek. These figures rose to 635 barrels of ashes and 1356 barrels of flour in 1826.17 In a
similar manner, imports of bulk goods in barrels rose from 126 in 1822 to 402 two years later, and
the import of salt rose from 59 to 290 barrels in the same period.18 Still, it was clear to those
operating in the natural harbour that it suffered from several deficiencies. One was the silt and
sand that formed a shifting sand bar in Lake Erie just beyond the mouth of Kettle Creek. The
main channel of the creek was perhaps eight to ten feet in depth, but the bar at times left only four
feet for navigation.19 The second problem was that the open mouth of the creek offered little if
any protection against the violent and unpredictable storms for which the lake was already famous.
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Figure 4:

Detail of Port Stanley Harbour Showing Waterfront Changes, c.1830’s (LAC, NMC 8880)

In 1827 James Hamilton, John Bostwick and other prominent local figures convinced the
government at York to support the establishment of a harbour at the mouth of Kettle Creek.20 A
statute was passed the same year to provide £3,000 for the extension of a 500 foot breakwater on
the west side of the creek and a 300 foot breakwater and pier on the east.21 The former it was
thought, optimistically, would stop sand from blocking the harbour entrance and the pier would
accommodate numerous vessels within the 40 to 50 acre area of the harbour itself. Unfortunately
the contractors soon discovered that the sand bar was not so easily eradicated. They assumed that
it resulted from the eastward drift of the current along the north shore of the Lake and that a strong
pressure of water from the creek passing through the narrow entrance between the breakwaters
would push it away. In reality much of this silt and sand came downstream with the water of
Kettle Creek and settled just beyond the mouth of the creek as the flow of water into the lake
lessened. These technical and financial problems forced delays but the harbour was considered
operational in 1832. Bostwick had been appointed collector of tolls the previous year and, in
1834, Port Stanley was designated a port of entry with Bostwick as its first customs collector.22
This initial work soon proved unsatisfactory and, by 1840, the merchants of St. Thomas and
London were again pressing the government for improvements to Port Stanley’s harbour.23 They
were successful in their efforts, perhaps beyond their own expectations, and by 1843 new stone
and wood cribbed piers had replaced the original works.
INITIAL EXPANSION
The construction of the harbour works marked the beginning of a period of rapid expansion for the
village. In 1832 Joseph Burr offered several 100 acre lots for sale in Southwold Township of
which he wrote:
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When the proximity of this land to Lake Erie is considered (it being only 2 and a half miles from Port Stanley)
and that it is not only composed of the very best quality of soil, but is rendered still more valuable, by being
watered by a durable Stream of Water, sufficiently large for MILLS and MACHINERY of almost any
description, it cannot fail of attracting the attention of Emigrants and others who are desirous of locating
themselves in a flourishing and healthy part of the London District.24

Some certainly sensed development in the air. The road between Port Stanley and St. Thomas
was now receiving annual grants for its upkeep and mail delivery, once a week, was established in
1833.25 A line of stages, making three trips per week, began operations in the spring of 1833.26
The London-Port Stanley road would be planked, at government expense, in 1843 and gravelled in
1848.27 The higher quality of this improved road may be gleaned from the published request for
tenders, which read:
The Tenders are also to state the price of stone per corn of one hundred and twenty-eight feet, broken and laid in
the road; the price of Gravel per cord of one hundred and twenty-eight cubic feet, laid on the road; the price of
three inch Pine Plank per one thousand superficial feet, delivered and laid in the Roads and Bridges, and the
price of Pine Scantling, 4 x 6, per one thousand linear feet, and laid down.28

1833 also saw the inauguration of regular, and occasional, steam navigation between Port Stanley
and such lake ports as Chippewa, Cleveland, Buffalo, Fort Erie and Amherstburg.29

Figure 5:

Captain Van Allen’s advertisement for the 1833 navigational season. (St. Thomas Liberal, 1 Aug. 1833, p.3)

A group of Middlesex entrepreneurs even petitioned Upper Canada’s House of Assembly in 1834
for a charter to build a railway between St. Thomas and Port Stanley.30 These were heady days
indeed, though the businessmen were in reality two decades ahead of the times. Traveller and
writer Anna Jamieson wrote in 1837 of the area from her vantage point of St. Thomas and included
the following comments:
At the foot of the cliff or eminence runs a deep rapid stream, called Kettle Creek, (I wish they had given it a
prettier name,) which, after a course of eight miles, and turning a variety of saw-mills, grist-mills, etc., flows
into Lake Erie at Port Stanley, one of the best harbours on this side of the lake. Here steam-boats and
schooners land passengers and merchandise, or load with grain, flour, lumber. The roads are good all round
….31
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PHYSICAL GROWTH
While it is difficult to say precisely how regional growth and improvements affected Port
Stanley’s development, there was clearly much construction, initially along Main Street leading
north from the pier on the east side of the harbour. In 1840 Charles Hope, brother of St. Thomas
merchant Adam Hope, determined to enter the forwarding business in Port Stanley. The property
that he and partner Alexander Hodge purchased that fall was described as a 50 by 40 foot
warehouse and a shop 40 by 20 feet in size. These sat adjacent the harbour and had their own
wharf for moving bulk goods.32 The 1842 map (Figure 2 above) shows a cluster of three large
warehouses and five smaller structures nestled by the docks at the foot of Main Street. A dozen
more are scattered along Main Street, mostly on the eastern side. Only two structures are shown
on Bridge Street, an indication both that commercial development was still limited and that John
Bostwick’s selling prices were perhaps rather high. There are three structures on Colborne Street
which has already become the “Trunk Road” leading north to St. Thomas and London. A familiar
pattern of streets is shown on the west side of the harbour but only three scattered structures appear
here.
1843 not only saw work commencing on the replacement harbour piers and the planking of the
existing road between London and Port Stanley, it also marked the erection of the first bridge
across Kettle Creek at Port Stanley. Prior to this date the few who lived on the west side of the
creek, such as merchant and forwarder Alexander Hodge, crossed by scow or small boat. For
Hodge’s wife it would “save her many an anxious thought about Mr. Hodge on a stormy night.”33
The bridge, which was completed in the spring of 1843, had a section that could swing aside to
permit vessels to pass further up Kettle Creek.34 The Richard Airey watercolour of Port Stanley,
painted between 1847 and 1851, reveals a small cluster of structures, most appearing to be of
wooden construction, set along the east edge of the harbour.
An 1846 Gazetteer described Port Stanley as a village with a population of about 500 and noted it
was “beautifully situated, being in a valley surrounded by high and picturesque hills, and its
harbour is well protected.” At that time the village had two churches, postal service three times a
week and the following commercial establishments: a grist and saw mill, two foundries, two
breweries, two distilleries, a tannery, four stores, three groceries, two bakers, three wagon makers,
three cabinet makers, three tailors, one blacksmith, four taverns and one temperance house, three
shoemakers and three butchers.
In 1844 Port Stanley had an estimated annual export trade valued at £12,000.35 Four years later
the steamer Despatch began making regular trips between Port Stanley and Buffalo.36 Captain
Van Allen’s steamboat London was also travelling weekly between Buffalo and Detroit, with stops
at Port Stanley and Port Dover.37 Henry Bostwick, a son of the village’s founder, served as the
enterprise’s Port Stanley agent.38 By this time John Bostwick was actively trying to sell off some
of his property in the village including “a large number of Town Lots, and Lots with Pier Wharfs
and water fronts in most eligible situations for business – many with warehouses and other
buildings already erected.” These lots it was pointed out were “in the immediate neighbourhood
of Port Stanley and butting on the Plank Road between London and Port Stanley, and are most
desirable as Farms and Residences.”39 John Bostwick died in September 1849, marking the loss
to the village of its founder but also an end to the high prices he had demanded for its land.40
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Figure 6:

A Sketch of Port Stanley, Looking East, c.1847‐51 (Elgin County Museum)

An advertisement offering the “Red Warehouse” for sale sheds some light on the nature of Port
Stanley’s commercial waterfront properties in the immediate pre-railway period. The Red
Warehouse was located on lot 15, on the west side of Main Street and its property encompassed lot
14 and half of lot 13 as well. It had 120 feet of water frontage and, to the east, 161 feet of frontage
on Main Street. It was said to have the capacity to store 20,000 bushels of wheat and boasted a
horse powered elevator. Also connected with this enterprise were three lots on the west side of
the harbour, lots 25, 26 and 27, extending westward to Beach Street [now the equivalent of Carlow
Street] upon which was built another “commodious warehouse.”41 It is important to keep in mind
that at some time in the 1860s a portion of the west bank was removed to enlarge the harbour and
bring it closer to its current configuration (see Figure 7). While no description of his premises
survives, a Mr. R. Brynes opened the Port Stanley Marble Works on Main Street in 1855, offering
products that ranged from tombstones to printers’ stones, and door steps or window sills, all
available in “white or variegated American and Foreign Marble….”42 The growth of society, and
social problems, in the little village may be inferred from the report of temperance meetings there
late in 1848 in which 62 local residents signed the pledge to abstain from the consumption of
alcohol.43
The only pre-1857 residence described in any detail was the home of Alexander Hodge, one of the
few structures erected on the west side of the harbour. Adam Hope wrote of it in 1842:
The New House is beautifully & romantically situated at Port Stanley on the west side of the Creek with a fine
view of the Lake and the entrance to the Harbour. The House may be said to be on the edge of the woods. It
stands on a piece of table land which rises about 30 feet above the level of the creek and to the west of the
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House abt [sic] 300 yards the ground rises 100 feet above the level of the Lake. The prospect from this
elevated ground is really beautiful in looking over the wide expanse of the waters of Lake Erie. I think Charles
[Hope] will do well with Mr. Alex Hodge.44

Unlike Port Burwell, Port Stanley was not known as a shipbuilding centre but it did have a
shipyard, nestled in the lands south of Bridge Street, west of the Main Street town lots and fronting
on the harbour. Here, in 1852, the twin mast schooner Isaac Buchanan was built and launched.
The Canadian Cultivator gave the following fulsome description of the event:
On Saturday afternoon, the 7th last, we had the pleasure of witnessing the launch of a fine new vessel which has
been building there [Port Stanley]. The weather was everything that could be desired, and a great display of
female beauty was the result. A great concourse of people arrived throughout the day and kept pouring in
from all quarters, in carriages, buggies, and on horseback, up to four o’clock, when it was fully expected that
she would be ready to move off. It was, however, half-past five o’clock, before she finally started, when she
glided majestically into her destined element amid the loud applause of the vast crowds of people assembled.
There could not have been less than two thousand persons present; the wharves, piers, and neighbouring hills
were completely covered. The ceremony of christening the craft was performed by Miss Hope, daughter of
Adam Hope, Esq.,, London, who, as she was gliding gently off the ways, broke a bottle of the juice of the grape
just over the vessel’s stern, and proclaimed her the Isaac Buchanan, of Port Stanley.45

The schooner was 101 feet in length, had a beam of 24 feet and registered about 250 tons with a 50
ton carrying capacity. It was said to be only the third such vessel built at Port Stanley despite the
abundance of good timber in the surrounding area. The Isaac Buchanan was intended to carry
freight between Montreal and the ports of lakes Erie and Ontario but was also fitted with two
berths “for an occasional passenger, who may want to enjoy the scenery of our Lakes, and is not
pressed down to a few days’ time.” The Isaac Buchan would meet a sudden end, just a few years
later, and just yards from its launch site.
DEVELOPMENT WEST OF KETTLE CREEK
In the first half of the nineteenth century the physical development of Port Stanley was focussed
almost exclusively on the east side of Kettle Creek. The land immediately to the west of the creek
was low lying and boggy and, in the absence of a bridge across the creek, an uninviting locale for
development despite the high cost of the town lots controlled by John Bostwick to the east.
Bostwick also owned, as part of his initial purchase, a small sliver of Yarmouth Township land
shown in the following map (Figure 7). 46 The majority of the land west of the creek, lot 16 of the
first concession of Southwold Township, was not even patented until 1834. It was initially
purchased by Southwold farmer Joseph Smith who also owned an expanse of land to the north and
directly west of the budding community of Selbourne. Between Smith’s holdings ran a
rectangular 100 acre lot that had been set aside as a Clergy Reserve by the colonial government.
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Figure 7:

Map showing the proposed enlargement of Port Stanley Harbour, 1850’s (Elgin County Museum, Map 62)

Joseph Smith quickly had his land at the mouth of Kettle Creek surveyed into streets and small
lots. Though he immediately put them on the market and did sell one block in 1835, land
transactions did not begin in earnest until the 1850s. This was shortly after the colonial
government made improvements to the harbour and erected what would appear to have been the
first bridge across the creek. It was located at the same site as the current lift bridge. The
appearance of a bridge, of course, made Smith’s land more accessible and more valuable. The
1842 map referenced above, (Figure 2) was prepared during these improvements and shows the
lots, streets and three structures on this land.47 The knowledge, common by 1853, that a railway
was to be built to connect Port Stanley with St. Thomas and London to the north would also have
encouraged both speculation and development of the area west of Kettle Creek.
WHAT REMAINS
There are few remaining structures in Port Stanley that can be dated back to the period prior to the
arrival of the London and Port Stanley Railway in 1857. Port Stanley’s pre-Confederation
buildings were almost entirely constructed of wood. Open fireplaces, poorly constructed
chimneys, and the universal use of wood stoves for heating and cooking and oil lamps for
illumination made fire a constant danger. Virtually every nineteenth century town and village in
North America experienced at least one devastating fire. Port Stanley’s occurred in 1857, shortly
after the London and Port Stanley Railway commenced operations, and it swept through and
destroyed much of the commercial portion of lower Main Street. The fire began aboard the
steamer Free Trader which was moored at the eastern pier. Soon the nearby schooner Isaac
Buchanan, built in Port Stanley just five years before, was ablaze. The fire quickly spread ashore,
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razing the Routh and Davison forwarders’ warehouse and destroying its contents. An adjacent
storehouse belonging to forwarder and general commission merchant G. R. Williams, and it
contents, were also engulfed as were two properties on the east side of Main Street. Two hundred
yards of dock were also destroyed but “two or three large warehouses,” likely including the
properties of Messrs. Hodge and Hope, were left untouched by the conflagration. 48 For a time the
ruined hulks of the Free Trader and the Isaac Buchanan obstructed the inner harbour.
One of the pre-railway era structures that remains today is the Bostwick home (c. 1827) which is
set on the crest of the hill overlooking the east side of the harbour.49 Three others are located on
Colborne Street: the Thompson House (c. 1840s), Christ Church (1845.) and St. John’s
Presbyterian Church (1852). The Locke building at 215 Main Street may date to the first half of
the nineteenth century and it is possible that 207 Main Street was originally a Bostwick warehouse
built in the early 1820s and subsequently converted into a residence. The Shepard House, home
of commission grain merchant Samuel Shepard and now the Windjammer Inn, west of Kettle
Creek on William Street was erected in 1854.
PORT STANLEY AT MIDCENTURY
What can be said with some certainty is that Port Stanley remained a small commercial village,
dependant for its livelihood on its harbour, the produce and products that moved through it, and the
steam vessels and schooners that were frequent callers. It had yet to develop a commercial
fishery of any consequence nor was it a recreational or tourism venue in its own right. When
Charlotte Harris enjoyed a day’s excursion from London in 1849 she travelled three and a half
hours by stage along the plank road to Port Stanley and immediately boarded a steamer bound for
Cleveland. Here she and her friends spent several hours visiting Cleveland’s stores and then
returned that evening, dancing for a time on the steamer. The vessel arrived at Port Stanley at four
in the morning and Miss Harris was back in London by 9 am. She makes no mention of Port
Stanley except as the access point for her steamer journey across Lake Erie.50
The region north of Port Stanley grew briskly in the second quarter of the 19th century. Thanks to
Imperial largesse and the initiative of Hamilton Killaly, commissioner of public works and
member for London, its road network including the existing link with Port Stanley and its harbour,
was improved in the early 1840s. In the wake of the Rebellion of 1837 and the subsequent border
troubles St. Thomas for a time and London until 1869 became garrison towns, a factor that
bolstered their economic, social and cultural development. London became incorporated as a
village in 1840 and as a town in 1847. It achieved city status in 1855. St. Thomas became a
village in 1852. The local control of development enjoyed through incorporation would not come
to Port Stanley until 1874. In the interim it remained partly under the jurisdiction of Southwold
Township and partly Yarmouth Township, with neither body paying much attention to its
particular needs. The economic reality of the time was that Port Stanley was, in essence,
London’s port and its access to the trade on the Great Lakes. The road upgrade, noted above, and
the improvements to its harbour in the early 1840s were largely the result of incentives coming
from its northern commercial neighbours. So too was the initiative for its great railway venture in
the 1850s.
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Figure 8:

A glimpse of the wares of a Port Stanley dry goods store in 1856. (St. Thomas Dispatch, 27 Mar. 1856, p. 2)

YEARS OF HOPE AND ANTICIPATION: 1855 TO 1893
THE ARRIVAL OF THE LONDON AND PORT STANLEY RAILWAY
It is difficult today to appreciate the degree of excitement and enthusiasm in the 1850s that
accompanied news that a railway was coming to, or through, one’s community. The news also
led invariably to expectations of commercial growth, sometimes fulfilled, and the reality of land
speculation and, usually, land development. The railway when it appeared in the 1850s presented
a form of transportation for people and goods that offered previously unimaginable comfort, speed
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and reliability. For Port Stanley the prosperity would be a long time coming, but the village’s
development was immediately affected by the arrival of the L&PS and the establishment of its lake
side terminal on the west side of Kettle Creek in 1856. Beginning in the 1860s, first residential
growth and, in time, industrial and resort development would occur on the west as well as the east
side of Kettle Creek. Given that the creek formed the boundary between two municipal
jurisdictions, it was just a matter of time before Port Stanley obtained its own local government.
The arrival of the L&PS was a seminal moment in Port Stanley’s history.
The London and Port Stanley Railway would have an immense impact on Port Stanley’s future
but, though entrepreneur Samuel Price of Port Stanley was an initial director of the line, it was
initially and remained throughout its history a creature of London and London’s entrepreneurs and
politicians. The purpose of the line was to create a rail connection for London with the Great
Lakes, through the Lake Erie harbour at Port Stanley. It was also intended to balance the
commercial power of the new east-west route, the Great Western Railway, which came through
London in 1853 but was in essence a Hamilton initiative. Interestingly, iron rails for the Great
Western arrived at Port Stanley in 1852 for shipment north along the plank road, an event that no
doubt inspired the imaginations of local residents.51
Preparations for funding and building the L&PS began in 1853. A report in February 1856 noted:
The Road is now nearly completed; the excavations require only to be sloped to be done with; the masonry is
finished, and the bridging in a forward state; the most of the ties are delivered; nearly all the iron is upon the
ground, and the first locomotive with its tender have been conveyed from London to Port Stanley. The
Company now require but from £20,000 to £30,000 to purchase the remainder of the Rolling Stock, and erect
the necessary buildings, and the London and Port Stanley Railroad will be in active operation.52

A letter to the editor of the St. Thomas Dispatch in March 1856 reported:
It was announced some days ago that our most enterprising and energetic townsman, Samuel Price, Esq., was
preparing a treat of an unusual kind to all who would be fortunate enough to visit Port Stanley on St. Patrick’s
day. We had not long to wait, for shortly after my return from my drive, the magnificent iron horse, “L.
Lawrason,” neighing most vociferously, moved majestically, but gently up and down a small part of the track
completed near the town.53

Looking to the future the writer added:
I also, on my ride, met and passed many teams carrying brick, for the erection of a Presbyterian Church,
opposite the foundry of Messrs. Davison, Roth & Arkell; the brick were from the yard of James Begg, Esq.
On the whole, what with the sound of the saw, hammer and mallet, and the dun of busy hands in various
branches of business, it must be apparent to every observant eye, that Port Stanley promises to be much
improved this season, and is destined, at no distant day, of being the greatest commercial town on the Canadian
side of Lake Erie.

By September 1856 land along the right of way had been purchased and most of the rail was in
place.54 The first train passed along the route late that month and in late October two round trips
were running daily.55 In reality the line did not yet actually reach into Port Stanley. The most
southern bridge which allowed the line to cross to the west side of Kettle Creek, a little below
where Stanley Street now runs in an east-west direction, was not yet completed. As well the land
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on the west side of the Kettle Creek railway bridge was still legally reserved for educational
purposes and remained the property of the provincial government. It was some time, perhaps
even into the spring of 1857 that a terminal building was erected in the village and the rails
extended south to Bridge Street. The London and Port Stanley Railway was, at last, complete.
Its economic impact over the next three decades would prove somewhat of a disappointment to the
residents of Port Stanley.
THE FIRST RAILWAY AGE, 1857 TO 1874
A local assessment of the success of the London and Port Stanley Railway, over a year after it
commenced operations, was muted. The St. Thomas Dispatch described it as pursuing “a steady
and useful course” and noted that though “the reduced traffic has not enabled the Directors to pay
any dividend on the stock yet” they had managed through “the exercise of economy and prudence”
to reduce its debt and “so improve the permanent way as to make it scarcely inferior to the best
constructed railway in the province.”56 The editor concluded that although “the actual business
done on the road has not been as large as had been hoped for and reasonably anticipated,” its
activities did keep in check the rates charged by the Great Western Railway which moved goods
east and west through London. Since the L&PS Railway also took over responsibility for the
maintenance and improvement of the Port Stanley harbour from the central government at this
time, the company’s fortunes, high or low, would in future be reflected in the condition of the
harbour and the work and attention given to it.
The reasons for this sluggish start are not to be found in the L&PS or its operations, but rather in
larger economic factors over which the railway directors had no control. A trade agreement, the
Reciprocity Treaty, had been concluded between Great Britain on behalf of British North America
and the United States in 1846 to facilitate the movement of American products through the
Province of Canada and on to the United Kingdom. While this agreement provided an impetus to
build a railway that could connect London, through Port Stanley, with the ports of Pennsylvania,
Ohio and Michigan, it really benefited the east-west railways such as the Grand Trunk and the
Great Western, and the Great Lakes-St. Lawrence waterway.57 In addition all of British North
America and the United States suffered a stinging trade depression in 1857, just as the L&PS was
beginning its activities. Together these factors kept the new railway in a struggle for existence
during its early years. Finally, after several years of negotiations, the London-based directors of
the L&PS leased their line to the Great Western Railway in 1872.58
While the directors and investors of the L&PS may not have realized the profits they anticipated in
the line’s early years, the railway did have an early and profound impact on the economic, social
and cultural development of Port Stanley. If the village was simply a way point for excursionists
travelling to Cleveland in 1849, it soon became a destination in its own right. For the Queen’s
Birthday in 1859 some 400 St. Thomas school children “made their appearance headed by the St.
Thomas Brass Band, at an early hour, [and wended] their way to the Railway Depot, each having
his or her basket in hand.” There they boarded a special excursion train that carried them to Port
Stanley for a day long picnic.59 It was the beginning of what would become a long and successful
tradition, for adults and children seeking respite from the summer heat of London and St. Thomas.
It would lead as well to a series of physical developments at Port Stanley’s Main Beach area. In
the mid-1860s Port Stanley was described as “the fashionable resort of pleasure seekers from all
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parts of the country.”60 During these years the L&PS purchased 12 acres of the hilltop west of the
village and established a park and built “a large building on the grounds, where those who are fond
of dancing can indulge in that exhilarating and favourite amusement to their heart’s content.”61 In
1871 the Fraser House hotel was erected on these heights overlooking the beach. The L&PS also
made arrangements, in 1870, for the steamer Lady Franklin to make two trips weekly across the
lake to Cleveland.62 Of the children visiting Port Stanley in 1859 it was said: “every credit is due
them for their good behaviour during the day.” The same could not always be said of their
parents. A decade later “about a hundred roughs … went from London to Port Stanley on the
Queen’s Birthday and there beat and severely injured a number of inoffensive persons purely ‘for
the love of the thing.’” One of their number was sentenced to seven months of hard labour and a
fine of $50 for his participation in the fray.63 Port Stanley’s evolution as a holiday resort would
have its down side.
THE YEARS OF THE GREAT WESTERN, 1872 TO 1882
In 1872 Port Stanley was described in the following terms in a county directory:
A beautiful village at the terminus of the London and Port Stanley R. R., and most important harbour on the
north shore of Lake Erie. Having regular lines of steamers connecting it with Buffalo, Cleveland and all the
principal ports on the Upper Lakes; besides being the chief stopping place for all through bound vessels on
account of its excellent harbour, which affords ample protection in the greatest storms. It may appear strange
from its position and national advantages, that this place has not made more rapid advancement than it has – as
it is the great resort of pleasure seeking parties throughout the summer months; 25 miles from London and 85
miles from Cleveland, U. S. Population 600.64

The Great Western Railway leased the operation of the L&PS in 1872 and the impact of their
management was immediate. First came the decision to change the line’s rail gauge from the
existing five foot six inches to four feet eight and a half inches.65 This would prove important in
the future because it meant that the L&PS now shared the same gauge as used in the United States.
The Great Western and the Grand Trunk were initially handicapped in their efforts to encourage
trade from the United States by government regulations setting the larger gauge as the Canadian
standard. In practice it meant that any goods from the United States had to be transferred to wide
gauge cars at the border and passengers were required to change cars as well.
The Great Western extended the L&PS tracks south of Bridge Street and, by 1877, they had three
separate sets of rails running along the west side of Kettle Creek harbour.66 Under the direction,
and at the expense, of the Great Western the piers on both sides of Port Stanley harbour were
improved in 1874, and the harbour was dredged in the following two years.67 News was
circulating in 1877 that the federal government intended to construct two lighthouses at Port
Stanley, a report that was premature by almost a decade.68 There were also rumours that Port
Stanley would soon be made a ‘harbour of refuge’ on Lake Erie, meaning an investment by the
federal government in safety equipment and a volunteer rescue crew being placed there during the
sailing season.69 Again this story was premature rather than erroneous. By 1877 the Canadian
Illustrated News had discovered Port Stanley’s rise as a resort destination. It wrote that year:
Port Stanley is a pleasant little village of several hundred inhabitants situated at the southern terminus of the
London and Port Stanley Railway, in the County of Elgin, on the shores of Lake Erie. During the summer
months, hardly a day passes that a pic-nic does not visit Port Stanley, some of which number several thousand
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people. The village is surrounded by hills, and the most beautiful pleasure grounds overlooking the lake have
been made [a reference to the Fraser House hotel]. There, the thousands who annually visit ‘Canada’s
Saratoga,’ as Port Stanley is often called, pass a pleasant day in the groves or sailing on the lake.70

That summer the Toronto Globe reported excursion trains carrying 500 and 1,400 people to Port
Stanley on several holidays.71 For some local residents the success was all too much. One wrote
to the editor of the Toronto Globe, partially in opposition to train travel on the Lord’s Day, but also
against the volume of visitors the village was attracting. In his words:
Mr. Broughton [superintendent of the London and Port Stanley Railway] has no right to flood such a place as
Port Stanley and the other stations along the line with the holiday making people of London. Why should
quiet country people have their day of rest broken by wandering bands, and be obliged to stay at home from
church to guard their orchards from pilferers whom the Great Western Railway may be kind enough to scatter
broadcast over the district in order to become familiar with the works of nature in the shape of apples, nuts,
cherries, or ears of Corn?72

Here is an argument, though not always so bluntly put, that would echo down through the years in
Port Stanley – and to little effect. By the early 1880s the number of excursionists had grown
precipitously. The Grangers’ picnic, a “Monster Gathering at Port Stanley,” required two trains
and 33 cars to transport an estimated 10,000 to 12,000 visitors to the village in 1880.73 The
villagers, as may be expected, responded to these opportunities. William Fraser began
advertising trips to his hotel, built a small wharf, later enlarged, and a bathing house or change
house on the beach.74 He also expanded his hotel, adding a new dining room capable of holding
several hundred patrons.75 In co-operation with Fraser and his wharf John Ellison built the small
schooner, Ruby, to take clients out for brief trips on the lake.76
Though built primarily to encourage trade and commerce, the L&PS by the 1870s and 1880s had
brought prosperity of a different form and the village began to expand and transform. One key
development was the incorporation of Port Stanley as a village in 1875. This provided local
government for the first time and the infrastructure to make further improvements in the village.
Local merchant John Price won the contract to build sidewalks in the village in 1881.77 Another
row of bathing houses appeared on Main Beach, the work of local hotelier Robert Martin in
1882.78 As early as 1872 the village itself boasted six hotels: William Fraser’s Fraser House,
Captain John Batt’s Hotel, the Russell House maintained by George Lloyd, George Mitchell’s
British North American Hotel near the wharf, the Railway Hotel operated by Robert Martin and
located across from the L&PS station, and Robert Webb’s Elgin House.79 Village manufacturing
included Thomas Harding’s Phoenix Flour Mills, a three storey structure operating two runs of
stones and powered by Kettle Creek, two wood turning factories, one of them steam powered, that
produced axe handles and other products, a cooperage run by Conrad Long and several
blacksmithing enterprises.
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Figure 9:

Port Stanley Business Advertisements, c. 1860’s )Fuller’s Counties of Norfolk and Elgin Directory, p. 132)

Port Stanley’s population was optimistically estimated at 900 in 1871.80 The 1881 federal
census, the first taken after the village was incorporated as a separate entity, gives the number as a
more conservative and likely more accurate figure of 650.81 In the absence of planning legislation
the growth of the village, even after its incorporation, was haphazard and driven largely by
convenience. The separation of industrial, commercial and residential activities which is so
prevalent in the early 21st century was unknown. During these years the village’s commercial and
retail centre continued to move from Main Street to Bridge Street, drawn no doubt by the activities
of the L&PS with its terminal on the west side of Kettle Creek. Main Street remained a prime
residential area even as businesses migrated north to Bridge Street. In 1873, for example, Manuel
Payne, a prominent village businessman, purchased the property on the east side of Main Street
belonging to Joseph Bostwick, a son of the village founder, demolished the existing house and
built a fine two storey Victorian home. This structure remains in place today as the Telegraph
House and is a designated property under the Ontario Heritage Act. Residential development also
began moving in earnest up Colborne Street which was already anchored by the presence of three
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Figure 10:

Port Stanley Business Advertisements, c. 1860’s (Fuller’s Counties of Norfolk and Elgin Directory, p. 130)

churches and along Bostwick and Hetty streets to the west of Colborne and north of Bridge street.
To the west of Kettle Creek residences began appearing in increasing numbers on George, William
and Smith Streets, again drawn by the presence of the L&PS Railway terminal. Some
commercial establishments opened on George Street too, including Robert Martin’s aptly named
Railway Hotel. Today retail establishments in Port Stanley often appear and disappear with the
vagaries of a resort driven market and a relatively brief active season. In the 1870s and 1880s fire
was an even more powerful determinant in sculpting the village streetscape. Close to a dozen
destructive fires were reported in the local newspapers during these years and included such varied
properties as the Erie Mills (1866), the first Masonic Hall (1874), Thomas Robinson’s drugstore
(1875), the barns and stables of the Ontario House (1875), Edgecomb’s carriage works (1878), the
Orange Lodge Hall (1880) and, of course, Martin’s bathing houses (1882). The village Council,
established at incorporation in 1875 worked diligently during the 1880s to repair and maintain its
system of wooden sidewalks. 82 In 1891 Council petitioned the provincial government to annex
some 65 acres of Orchard Beach, a reflection of the growth of this seasonal cottage area.83 The
face of the village, in the late 19th century, was constantly changing.
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Figure 11:

Detail of a Map of Port Stanley, 1870 (Courtesy of Elgin County Archives)
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Figure 12:

Port Stanley in 1877 showing lots on the west side of Kettle Creek (Historical Atlas of Elgin County).
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THE GRAND TRUNK HIATUS
In 1882 the Grand Trunk Railway absorbed the Great Western and with this arrangement the
L&PS also came under its direction. It was not to be a good match. Local historian Agnes
Hepburn described the results bluntly: “… in 1882 the Great Western came under the control of the
Grand Trunk R. R. and shipping became a thing of the past.”84 In a similar vein Frank and Nancy
Prothero have written:
The 1880’s and the early 1890’s saw a relapse in the commerce of the village. Some of this may have been
due to the sad condition of the L&PS while it was under lease to the Grand Trunk Railway. It was much more
profitable for the GTR to divert traffic to other ports served by their main lines and they allowed the L&PS line
to fall into a state of disrepair.
The wharfs were not maintained and the treatment of ships’ captains and pursers by GTR personnel was so
abrupt, perhaps by design, that business was driven away from the port.
By the early 1890’s, the situation had deteriorated even further. A number of Schooners such as the Cataract
and the H. P. Murray continued to use the port but traffic had reached a low ebb. 85

These perspectives are supported by several railway accidents that occurred during the
stewardship of the GTR. The first of these happened in 1883 when a freight train ran into a
special passenger train that had left London a little ahead of schedule. While no one was killed
outright, four railway employees and four passengers were injured.86 A more spectacular incident
and the worst to befall the L&PS throughout its history took place at St. Thomas in 1887. On this
occasion two trains collided taking the lives of 20 people and injuring many more. The conductor
of one of the trains was found responsible for the carnage.87
While commercial shipping declined during these years, passenger service, particularly excursion
trains advertised by the Grand Trunk and bringing holiday makers to Port Stanley, continued to
increase.88 During these years companies based in London and St. Thomas began the tradition of
sponsoring picnics and special trains for their employees. In 1883 the Grand Trunk itself brought
5,000 to 10,000 workers to Port Stanley from points along their east-west and branch lines.89 The
Perrin Biscuit Company and the McClary stove manufacturing company followed suit as did other
groups such as Leonard’s Iron Works of London and St. Thomas.90 The festivities of the last
named group have been recorded and provide an interesting insight to picnic excursions to Port
Stanley in the 1880s:
The annual picnic and games of the employees of E. Leonard & Sons’ establishment was held at Port Stanley,
Saturday, and was participated in by over 80 employees, exclusive of their families and friends. Seven cars
carried about 300 excursionists from the Richmond Street depot at 10 a. m., and some 200 more were caught up
at St. Thomas. The train arrived at its destination in good time, and the holiday seekers were soon disporting
themselves in their own way on the grassy slopes of Fraser’s Heights. The employees made their way in a
body to the picnic grounds, and before separating the services of Mr. Geo. Wales, local photographist [sic],
were called into requisition. Under that gentleman’s professional skill the workmen were all grouped in
various postures and positions, and afterwards photographed. The company then dispersed to their respective
places under the shadow of some convenient tree, where plethoric-looking baskets were brought out,
table-cloths spread, and a general raid made upon the variety of victuals so temptingly displayed. After due
justice had been given to the wants of the body and a short time allowed for after dinner rest, the customary
sports and games were commenced. The first item on the programme was a baseball match between the
married and single employees which was won easily by the bachelors with a large majority.91
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These gatherings continued to be lively affairs. The London Advertiser found the following
circumstances worthy of note in 1883: “A few more picnics as that of yesterday, and those of the I.
B. S. of London will become noted as models. Not even a drunken man was to be observed on the
grounds, there was no fighting, and everything went along serenely.”92 The following year an
exasperated magistrate “announced his intention of giving the first man brought before him for
fighting on the picnic grounds, Port Stanley, six months imprisonment without the option of a
fine.”93 For their part the businessmen of the village tried to ensure that pastimes other than
drinking and fighting were available to visitors. An 1884 advertisement offered: “Bathing at Port
Stanley – Wednesday and Friday afternoon excursion trains, and Thursday regular train. Good
accommodation on the beach.”94 The same month the following announcement appeared:
Next season Capt. [John] Ellison intends erecting a large wharf on the beach in place of the small one now
there, where on picnic days a band will be present to furnish music for promenading and dancing. It will also
be used in winter as a skating rink. The Captain will keep up to the times.
The Fraser house is booming.
The Port is, and always will be, a favorite watering place.95

In 1888, The Week, a journal of news and interest articles available across the Dominion, described
Port Stanley in the following terms:
WHERE TO SPEND YOUR VACATION. – In 1870 the little town of Port Stanley was rendered notable by the
erection and opening of the Fraser House, which has during each succeeding year, grew [sic] in general
popularity. Port Stanley is situated on the North shore of Lake Erie nine miles from St. Thomas, and can
easily be reached by the G. T. R., C. P. R. and M. C. R R’s. The hotel is situated 150 feet above the Lake,
commanding a magnificent view of Lake shore and woodland – is surrounded by a lawn, fifty acres. The air is
always cool, and night delightful. Bathing, boating, driving, Lawn Tennis, Croquet, etc., etc., are always
available. The House is in all respects first class and justly popular. W. A. Fraser, the manager, is deserving
of great credit for his untiring zeal in looking after the comforts of his guests.96

Fraser also had a ‘secret weapon’ that served as a magnet to draw the better classes of London and
St. Thomas to his establishment. His sister-in-law was the internationally known actor, Miss
Annie Pixley Fulford, and she frequently holidayed at the Fraser House.97
While the summer influx of visitors continued to climb in the 1880s, they were ‘day trippers’ and,
aside from modest improvements to Main Beach and the growth of the Fraser House north of the
beach, they had little other impact on the village’s development. The McClary Manufacturing
Company announced plans to open a factory in Port Stanley in 1887 and the village fathers
promptly offered the firm tax incentives to do so.98 John Ellison established a wood turning
factory the following year, again with financial support from the village, but it failed after several
years of operations.99 In 1890 the Bell Telephone Company extended its lines from St. Thomas to
Port Stanley, ushering in a new era of communication with the wider world.100 Still, by the end of
the decade Port Stanley had five hotels and its population remained static at about 650.101 This
would finally change when the L&PS found a new lessee in 1892.
THE FIRST SIGNS OF A COMMERCIAL FISHING INDUSTRY
The commercial fishery for which Port Stanley has long been famous did not become a significant
factor in the village’s economy, and its physical development, until the last years of the 19th
century. Port Stanley offered a special attraction, the L&PS Railway which could quickly move
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the highly perishable commercial catch to urban centres from Chicago to Toronto and New York.
Captain John Ellison was perhaps the first local resident to enter the fishing business and he was
active in the early 1880s. In July 1884 he noted that herring were so plentiful, the prices so low
and the demand so limited that he was freeing fish from his nets.102 With a swing in fortune that
all fishers could appreciate, Ellison a month later was reporting “the fish industry to be more
profitable this year than ever before, and [that he] makes large hauls of sturgeon, herrings, etc., for
which he finds a ready market in Buffalo.”103 The initial commercial fishery technology, known
as pound fishing, was a labour and capital intensive enterprise and only men of some financial
means, such as Captain Ellison, could afford the expenses entailed. This would change at the turn
of the century when gill net fishing came to the north shore of Lake Erie, allowing a single fisher
with a relatively small boat to enter business. In the 1880s the provincial government made some
effort to encourage recreational and commercial fishing in Port Stanley. In 1883 30,000 salmon
trout fry from the Newcastle hatchery were put into the waters near the village. Two years later
five million young pickerel were freed into the same waters. Within a decade the commercial
fishery at Port Stanley would begin a period of growth that would, in time, influence the economy,
the culture and the ambience of the village.

31

PART C:

AN OVERVIEW OF THE DEVELOPMENT OF PORT STANLEY ‐ 1893 TO 1950

LEISURE AND INDUSTRY, 1893‐1913
THE YEARS OF THE LAKE ERIE AND DETROIT RIVER AND THE PERE MARQUETTE RAILWAYS
In 1893 a consortium of Cleveland businessmen proposed to take over the lease of the L&PS and
to begin improvements on the line and at the Port Stanley harbour. The goal was to create the
infrastructure at Port Stanley that would enable large railway car carrying ferries to transport
10,000 tons of Pennsylvania coal to the village where it would be transferred to the trains of the
L&PS and then shipped by rail to the cities of southern Ontario.104 In November 1893 the City of
London as owner of the L&PS signed an agreement with the Lake Erie and Detroit River Railway
to bring the plan to fruition.105 In 1895 the company began plans to erect an engine house, freight
shed and turn-table at the harbour, and increased the freight and passenger steamer service
between Port Stanley and the American ports on the south shore of Lake Erie.106 In 1897 they
determined upon building a slip dock west of the harbour mouth that would enable car ferries to
offload directly onto the L&PS tracks.107 The slip dock was completed and operating in 1898.108
A report of the initial success of the process was published that year and read in part:
A number of railway men and coal merchants from Pittsburgh were present, arriving on the big transport
Shenango No. 1. The work of unloading the Shenango and replacing the empties was accomplished in
remarkably quick time. From the time the ferry was made fast to the slip-dock until she was ready for the
return trip was just 34 minutes. In this time 25 cars of coal had been placed on a railway siding near-by, and 26
empty cars filled the four tracks aboard ship in their place.109

Figure 13:

The Shenango No. 1 being unloaded at the Port Stanley slip dock, c. 1900.
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While the new coal trade was the major factor driving these changes at Port Stanley’s harbour,
passenger service and the developing status of the village as a resort destination were not ignored.
In 1899 the Lake Erie Navigation Company announced the beginnings of “first class service across
Lake Erie to Cleveland” with the inaugural run of the steamer Urania which was scheduled to
make tri-weekly trips across the lake.110 For its part the Lake Erie and Detroit River Railway
extended a spur westward and began running trains north of the Main Beach in 1896.111
Port Stanley saw the arrival of a second railway during this period, the Southwestern Traction
Company which ran electric cars from London through St. Thomas and down Colborne and Main
streets into the heart of the village. The line reached Port Stanley in 1907 and, though it was a
short-lived venture that ended in 1917, this railway provided both passenger service and a quick
and efficient means of transporting the product of the village’s growing commercial fishery to the
major cities of North America.

Figure 14:

Loading fish at Port Stanley, the original town hall in the background, c. 1911.

Figure 15:

The cars of the Southwestern Traction Company on Main Street, c. 1914.
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Throughout these years there were continual efforts to keep the harbour dredged for the
increasingly larger steamers visiting the port, and to maintain and improve the harbour and its
breakwaters. The Lake Erie and Detroit River Railway petitioned the federal government in 1903
to deepen the harbour to accommodate its growing coal business and some work was done on the
breakwaters in 1905.112 An effort was made to improve the banks of the inner harbour in 1909
and, two years later, the western breakwater was extended to its present configuration and a
concrete lighthouse was erected at its end. 113 The lighthouse remains and discussions are now
underway to bring it under the jurisdiction of the Municipality of Central Elgin.

Figure 16:

The Lighthouse under construction, Port Stanley, 1911 (courtesy of the Elgin County Archives).

Despite these efforts the federal Minister of Public Works admitted in 1905 after a tour of ports on
both sides of Lake Erie, including Port Stanley that “we are twenty-five years behind the times in
the way of port and navigation improvements.”114
PORT STANLEY AS A LEISURE DESTINATION
Large scale picnic excursions continued to be the mainstay of Port Stanley’s resort experience in
the years from 1893 to 1913, augmented by improvements to its rail and steamship connections.
Almost 3,000 people attended the St. Andrew’s Day picnic in 1895 while 5,000 came for the
McClary Company gathering in 1902.115 Despite the loss of its star attraction with the death of
actor Annie Pixley in 1893, the Fraser House remained for some time the jewel of Port Stanley’s
resort attractions. It was described in an advertisement of 1896 as “Canada’s Eden,” complete
with rental boats and carriages, “ample shaded pleasure grounds, dancing hall, good fishing, all
open to excursion parties free of charge.”116 A wide wooden staircase provided access between
the hotel and the beach and this was augmented in 1896 when the Port Stanley Elevator Company
erected a steam-powered elevator, known as the Incline Railway.117 In 1903 William Fraser sold
his hotel.118 It was renamed the Hotel Inverie and came under the ownership of the Port Stanley
Hotel and Amusement Company which was incorporated by Cleveland interests in 1905.119 The
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company, according to the report, had acquired “a good deal of land around Port Stanley” and
planned to invest $40,000 in improvements to attract more visitors. In 1906 a New York-based
company that controlled a number of summer resorts in the United States purchased a 300 by 400
foot plot of land on Main Beach to establish a “Fairyland Grove” that would include a theatre,
dance hall and other attractions.120 Main Beach was entering its ‘boardwalk’ period of
development. In 1908 the newly invigorated Hotel Inverie advertised its attractions as:
New throughout. Sanitary plumbing, electric light, numerous bathrooms, European or American plan.
Service imported from New York City. Tennis Courts, Bowling Green, Bathing Beach, all free to guests.
Beautiful shade trees throughout the grounds.121

All of these developments were reflected in physical changes within the village. The most
notable of these, aside from the growth of a leisure ‘industry’ on Main Beach, was appearance,
beginning in 1908, of an array of modest seasonal cottages on what are now Maud and Bessie
streets to the west of Kettle Creek. To the east Orchard Beach also continued to expand. In 1897
noted St. Thomas architect J. Z. Long designed five cottages for the area as well as the nearby
Liberty Hill Club building.122

Figure 17:

Maud and Bessie Streets in 1906 (Fire Insurance Plan of Port Stanley, 1906).
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Figure 18:

Maud and Bessie Streets in 1925 (Fire Insurance Plan of Port Stanley, 1925)

THE CHANGING FACE OF PORT STANLEY
In the late 19th and early 20th century the village Council took an increasingly vigorous role in
directing and shaping the face of Port Stanley. In 1906 Council agreed to Walter Mitchell’s plan
to install a system of electric street lights in the village and this was extended to the lighting of the
Town Hall on Main Street.123 Some poles and lights went up that year but the process was still
ongoing in 1911 when the village corporation purchased Mitchell’s system outright.124 Plans to
provide a water system for the village moved more slowly. The concept was first introduced in
1905 at the urging of the Provincial Board of Health.125 Efforts to get a private company to install
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and maintain a water system fell through in 1908 and it was not until 1912 that village ratepayers
approved the expenditure of $22,000 for a municipally operated waterworks system.126 Council
made the first systematic, though hardly all-inclusive, attempt to deal with the issue of sewage
within the village in 1904 when it authorized the construction of a sewer, made of tiles not less
than one foot in diameter, from the corner of George Street to the Creek and another along the
south side of Bridge Street.127 In 1905 Walter Mitchell, who was heading up the electric street
light program, received permission to connect his home on the south-east corner of George and
William streets to the George Street drain.128 Four years later another prominent citizen, William
McPherson received a similar permission from Council.129 Clearly Port Stanley’s sewage
treatment system was both primitive and limited prior to World War I. In 1913 Council offered
debentures to the total of $3,400,000 in order to support ongoing local improvements.130
In the private field the Bell Telephone Company, which had reached Port Stanley in 1890, raised
its rates in 1897 – the beginning of a long tradition – and in 1911 the Port Stanley Telephone
Company was incorporated.131 The federal government for its part, as well as providing periodic
repairs and maintenance to the harbour, in 1911 erected a new 1,200 foot breakwater to protect the
coal ferries unloading at the slip dock. A new lighthouse was also erected at the end of the
breakwater. This structure was made of concrete, an early adaptation of that material for such a
purpose, and equipped with an electrical foghorn that could be activated from shore.132 Perhaps
the most noticeable change in the village infrastructure was the erection of a two-span iron truss
bridge over Kettle Creek in 1908. Available documentary evidence suggests that it was a
replacement for the first bridge constructed by the Board of Works in 1842. At the northern

Figure 19:

The bridge and rail terminal in Port Stanley, ca. 1908‐13.
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Figure 20:

The Standard Implement Company, established in 1908.

extreme of the inner harbour the Standard Implement Company erected a plant in 1908. On the
western side of the outer harbour the Lake Erie and Detroit River Railway erected a grain elevator,
the first of several, in 1895, but dismantled and removed it to Sarnia in 1899.133 In 1907 the Port
Stanley Elevator Company constructed a grain elevator on the west side of the harbour to handle
grain for the use of the Erie Mills in St. Thomas, the Tillson Mills in Tillsonburg and the Goldie
Mills in Ayr.134

Figure 21:

The Port Stanley Elevator Company’s Grain Elevator, ca. 1910.

The most notable changes of a residential nature, the development of cottages on Maud and Bessie
streets has been noted. The Batt House, located on the west side of Main Street just south of
Bridge Street, was destroyed by fire in 1894 and rebuilt, in brick, within a month.135 The Batt
House would become the Loney and then the Clifton Hotel before being demolished later in the
20th century. In 1908 St. Thomas architect Neil R. Darrach designed and built the two storey
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Loney Block which still occupies the wedge of land where Colborne and Joseph streets meet.136

Figure 22:

The Loney Block, erected in 1908.

A new brick Catholic Church was erected on George Street, a little outside the current boundaries
of the proposed Heritage Conservation District, in 1911.137 The Lake Erie and Detroit River
Railway deeded a piece of land on the west side of the harbour to the federal government for use as
a freight shed in December 1913. 138 This is likely a precursor to the Dominion of Canada
Warehouse which exists to this day and is used for social and cultural events by the Municipality
of Central Elgin.
THE COMMERCIAL FISHERY
Port Stanley’s commercial fishery grew during these years and by the beginning of World War I
was on the verge of entering its golden years. Gill net fishing was a cheaper and more efficient
method than pound fishing but was not permitted in Canadian waters until 1900. In the last years
of the 19th century Port Stanley fishers watched with dismay as Americans used gill nets on Lake
Erie, their only consolation being the confiscation of American nets when they strayed into
Canadian waters. On one cruise in 1896 the Canadian vessel Petrel seized 150 offending gill
nets.139 Local residents in 1905 probably viewed with satisfaction the accidental sinking of an
American tug caught fishing in Canadian waters near Port Stanley by the Canadian cruiser
Vigilant.140 In 1908 village fishers reported catching 50 tons of fish in a single day. With the
new Southwestern Traction Company line running down Main Street to the fishing docks, such
cargoes were quickly boxed in ice and shipped to Buffalo and Detroit.141
The growth of Port Stanley’s commercial fishery was reflected in its waterfront architecture,
particularly on the east side of the harbour. Intensive fishing required buildings, often quickly
built of cheap materials, for ice storage, fish packing and net repairs. The image below shows the
vessel designs and onshore architecture of the village’s fishing industry during these years.
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Figure 23:

Port Stanley’s Fishing Fleet and Infrastructure, ca. 1908.

The ephemeral nature of these structures is displayed in stark terms through a ca. 1904 photograph
showing the aftermath of a storm in which ice virtually scoured the east side of the harbour.

Figure 24:

The east side of Port Stanley’s harbour after a storm, ca. 1904.

While this image is hardly typical of the village as a whole, it does underline the fragile nature of
many of Port Stanley’s buildings in the late 19th and early 20th century. Fire, of course, continued
to be a constant threat, especially for the bulk of the village structures which were made of wood.
In addition, the rise and fall of entrepreneurial ventures meant that the built landscape was always
in a state of flux during these years.
A life-saving station established by the provincial government at Port Stanley was operating by
1885, and, until it was shut down in 1929, the fishers and seamen of the village served as its
volunteer crew.142 While they engaged in countless rescues over the years, the best known of
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their endeavours was saving the crew of the schooner Mineral State which sank nearby in a fierce
October 1902 storm.143 For this heroism they were subsequently honoured by the American
President, William McKinley. A tribute to this action can be found on the commemorative mural
that decorates the Jackson Fishery building at the foot of Main Street.

Figure 25:

The Mineral State mural at Jackson’s Fish Market.

The most startling maritime tragedy to occur during these years, and one in which the village
life-saving crew were unable to assist, was the loss of the massive coal-car carrying ferry, the
Bessemer No. 2. This vessel vanished in a violent storm in December 1909 after leaving
Conneaut, Ohio, loaded with coal cars for Port Stanley. It has been conjectured that the very
structure of the vessel, the open stern deck that facilitated the movement on and off of coal cars,
caused the Bessemer to flounder in a following sea. It was a reminder, not needed, that Lake Erie
near the end of the navigation season can be a very dangerous environment in which to earn a
living.

Figure 26:

The ill‐fated Bessemer No. 2 car ferry.
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FROM WORLD WAR I TO THE 1950S
THE CHANGING INFRASTRUCTURE OF TRANSPORTATION AND INDUSTRY
For Port Stanley, as for much of the world, 1914 brought war on an unprecedented scale. It also
brought another change to the village lifeline, the L&PS Railway. With the end of the Pere
Marquette lease in 1914 the railway reverted to the control of the City of London where Adam
Beck was working to bring hydro-electric power to southern Ontario. It was not long before the
decision was made to electrify the L&PS and to make it the first, and the best, of a new wave of
intercity electric railway lines. Soon modern new cars were on order from the Canadian General
Electric Company and the Canadian Bridge Company of Walkerville, Ontario, was supplying the
overhead transmission equipment for the new system.144
Adam Beck’s vision extended beyond electrifying the L&PS. By 1916 plans were in place for
developing harbour traffic and improving the village’s visitor amenities. The L&PS Railway
Commission announced “a grain elevator worth $100,000, a bath house with one thousand rooms,
a fine public tea house, and a twelve mile stretch of double tracking.”145 The “refreshment
pavilion and bath house,” the future L&PS cafeteria, was to cost $25,000 on its own and opened in
the spring of 1917.146

Figure 27:

The L&PS cafeteria at Port Stanley, 1918 (Construction, Vol. 11, No. 9, Sept. 1918, p.287).

By 1919 Beck had extended his plans to include further harbour improvements at Port Stanley and
hinted at the possible creation of a publicly owned steamship line to force competitive prices for
shipping coal, and passengers, around the lower Great Lakes.147 New shipping services were
formed, but by public not private initiative. The Cleveland-Erieau Steamship Company was
advertising three connections per week with the L&PS electric line in 1919 and the Western
Reserve Navigation Company was in business by the mid-1920s.148
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Figure 28:

Advertisement for the Western Reserve Navigation Company, 1925 (Toronto Globe, 7 Oct. 1925, p.9).

The Cleveland & Canada Navigation Company added to the competition several years later.149

Figure 29:

Advertisement for the Cleveland & Canada Navigation Company (Toronto Globe, 10 May 1928, p.17)
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In 1920 Billy Bishop of World War I aviation fame and Barker tried, prematurely, to encourage
passenger air travel between Toronto and Port Stanley.150 One could presume that the danger of
flying as well as the $40 return trip fare dissuaded most prospective clients.

Figure 30:

Advertisement for Bishop‐Barker Aeroplanes (Toronto Globe, 17 July 1920, p.8)

Infrastructure within the village improved too during the first half of the twentieth century, both
for industrial ventures and leisure pursuits. Plans for a jack knife, or swing, bridge were first
floated in 1919 and though it would take another two decades to see the reality, the new bridge
which was inaugurated in 1939 opened the inner harbour to fishing and recreational vessels and
helped to assure the village’s place as a major north shore harbour throughout the twentieth
century.151

Figure 31:

The inauguration of the King George VI Lift Bridge, 1939.

44

Other more prosaic improvements included continuing harbour repairs, three new L&PS railway
sidings (1921), the erection of the Dominion of Canada Warehouse on the west side of the harbour
(1930), and the creation by landfill of new areas for companies such as Imperialle Fuel

Figure 32:

An aerial view of Port Stanley Harbour, ca. 1942.

to deposit and store coal destined for Ontario’s cities and industries in the late 1940s and 1950s.152
In the early 1950s the Mid Lake Grains Company erected the concrete grain elevators that tower
over the harbour today.153 The coming switch of industries, and homes, from coal to oil made its
initial impact in Port Stanley in 1932 when the Shell Oil Company began construction of the first
of a number of vast tanks that would in time line both sides of the harbour, jostling for space with
huge mounds of soft coal.154

Figure 33:

Detail of an aerial view of the east berm, 1959 (Canada, National Air Photo Library, A16448_162 9159)
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Figure 34:

The Dominion of Canada Warehouse, erected in 1930.

Figure 35:

Port Stanley Harbour, ca. 1950’s.

Shell was followed by other firms and soon tanks and oil and gas pipes lined the creek. In 1948
the Dominion Natural Gas Company erected what was then the largest oil-gas plant in the
country.155 By the mid-20th century the oil tanker was ubiquitous in Port Stanley – vessels tied up
in the harbour, tanker cars riding the L&PS line and tanker trucks motoring north on the road to St.
Thomas and London. Local residents could have been forgiven for thinking that an industrial
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juggernaut was swallowing the village. In the intervening years the industrial tide has ebbed and
the village once more looks to tourism and the commercial fishery for its economic future.
THE CHANGING INFRASTRUCTURE OF LEISURE
Of all Port Stanley’s recreational venues, Main Beach, largely on the periphery of the proposed
Heritage Conservation District, underwent the greatest changes during the first half of the 20th
century. The amenities of the L&PS bath house and cafeteria which were opened in 1917 provide
a good sense of what awaited visitors to the village.
The frame work of both the bath house and cafeteria consists of a steel and frame skeleton supported by a
concrete foundation, the skeleton being lathed with hyrib metal lath. The exterior is finished with stucco, and
the interior is plastered between the wood studs, forming panels which gives a rather remarkable interior affect.
In the cafeteria, the walls are lined with wall-board panelled with lattice work. The bath house has all modern
equipment necessary for a building of this kind, including a complete laundry and sterilizing plant, even to
electric hair dryers; and has accommodated during the hot weather as many as twenty-four hundred bathers in a
single day. The cafeteria is laid out on the improved self-serving plan, and has all the necessary kitchen
equipment, steam tables, etc., required to quickly and satisfactorily take care of its capacity of two hundred at
one sitting. All cooking in this building is done by electricity. 156

While the L&PS railway remained the major conduit bringing visitors to Port Stanley’s beaches
and cottages prior to World War II, the automobile steadily gained ground in the 1920s and
thereafter. And the automobile needed good roads. Politicians were initially slow to react to the
transportation revolution rising in their midst but by the early 1920s a provincial ‘good roads’
initiative set the stage for improvements.157 As early as 1919 motorists from London, united as
the London Motor Club, were lobbying that the London to Port Stanley road be oiled to keep down
the dust which “is reported to have become so dense that strong headlights could not penetrate
more than a few feet, while tail lamps were not distinguishable at all.”158 By 1921 Sir Adam Beck
was calling for the road between London and Port Stanley to be paved with asphalt and lit by
electric lights along its entire route.159 While paving, and lights were to be future considerations,
the road was oiled on a regular basis in the 1920s and experiments with calcium chloride were also
conducted in the region.160 The following two images show summer activities at Main Beach in
the 1930s and 1940s. Every one of the people, automobiles and rail cars in these photographs
travelled through the village on their way to and from the beach.
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Figure 36:

Figure 37:

Bathing at Main Beach, ca. 1930.

Main Beach amenities and infrastructure, 1941.
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Changes were also occurring to the east at Orchard Beach, again outside our proposed Heritage
Conservation District boundaries, driven largely by the natural forces of the prevailing winds and
currents that were enlarging the beach front west of the harbour and eroding it to the east. Every
time the harbour breakwaters were extended the process increased in intensity, much to the chagrin
of those who had erected cottages in the area beginning in the 1880s. The Toronto Globe reported
in 1907 that:
The lake at Port Stanley is still washing away the banks and endangering the cottages. Many persons have had
to remove their cottages a considerable distance from the lake. Others are about to do so shortly.161

Cement groins were extended into the lake in the following years, but with little effect and the
erosion continued inexorably over the years.162 In the spring of 1930 the Globe again noted:
High water and the strong east winds that prevailed yesterday and today did considerable damage to the
Orchard Beach embankment at Port Stanley, and has caused a number of cottage-owners to fear for the safety
of the buildings. In consequence of the erosion this spring and last fall, six or eight cottages will have to be
moved back, as they are now close to the top of the embankment.163

A contract was issued in 1934 to extend and repair the existing “rubble mound protection wall” at
Orchard Beach, but the process continued.164
Within the village of Port Stanley properties were constantly rising and falling, the latter still often
the result of fire. The Loney House on Main Street, successor to the Batt Hotel – one must resist
calling it the Batt House – was partially destroyed by fire in 1916, but restored. The Fraser
House, after 1909 the Invererie Summer Hotel and a symbol of village hospitality since the early
1870s, burned to the ground in 1919. A replacement was considered but never erected.165 The
Hotel Orion, located in the southwest corner of the proposed Heritage Conservation District,
flourished during the 1930s.

Figure 38:

The Hotel Orion, ca. 1930’s.
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A resort area of individual cottages appeared on a 20 acre lakeside plot to the west of the village in
1925, the initiative of the Smith Construction Company of Detroit and executed by St. Thomas
builder Alfred Morris. The first of ten cottages was started in April of that year and ten such
structures were ready for summer occupancy. The resort community was aimed at Detroit and
other American vacationers. “The cottages,” the report stated “will be modern in every detail and
will be served by a communal garage.”166
While many of the homes and cottages now being erected in the village were modest affairs, as an
early view of Willow Beach testifies, one home designed in 1916 was reputed to have a value of
$15,000 – a substantial sum for the time and place.167

Figure 39:

Bessie Street, Willow Beach, ca. 1912.

As well as the Fraser and Loney hotels, the Port Stanley Fish Company’s waterside building
burned in 1916 taking with it the firm’s nets, packing boxes and other equipment. The loss was
estimated at $6,000.168 In 1938 a two storey frame residence described as one of the oldest
buildings in the village succumbed to fire from a defective chimney.169 Changes, planned and
unforeseen, continued to alter the physical structures and the appearance of the village.
THE INFRASTRUCTURE OF THE COMMERCIAL FISHING INDUSTRY
Port Stanley’s commercial fishery thrived during the first half of the 20th century. Vessel design
and technological changes occurred at a dizzying pace. The industry also had a profound effect
on the appearance, the economy and the ambience of the village during these years. The fishing
tugs themselves changed, in motive power from steam to gas and diesel, and in configuration from
open vessels to completely enclosed decks. Figure 40 below shows the open nature of the
commercial fishing tugs early in the 20th century. By the 1930s the tugs had evolved to provide
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Figure 40:

Port Stanley’s commercial fishing fleet, ca. 1911.

protection for their crews in the most inclement of weather. The image below also indicates

Figure 41:

Port Stanley fishing tugs, ca. 1930.

how the commercial fishery impacted the physical appearance of the harbour in the 20th century.
With the growth of the gill net fishery came a need for net drying areas and shanties for net repair
and storage, ice storage and fish packing. These were almost invariably simple in nature, their
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exterior walls finished in simple tar paper. The last of these structures was torn down in 2011.
One fisheries related structure remains on the west side of Main Street to this day – the

Figure 42:

The last of the commercial fishing shanties, demolished 2011.

East Side Fishing Company building. Originally designed as a fish processing plant, and thus a
more substantial structure than most, it actually served as a net storage and mending facility. It
now houses several shops and caters to the village tourist trade.

Figure 43:

The East Side Fishing Company building.

52

MODERN TIMES
The decision to conclude this study in the first half of the twentieth century rested, in part on the
exigencies of time available for research, but mostly because it can be argued that the character and
ambience of the village of Port Stanley had been well established by mid-century. This is not to
say that developments occurring later in the 20th century, and on into the 21st, are of no
consequence. The Royal Canadian Legion Hall, established in the 1980s, is a gathering place of
importance for local residents and few would argue that the enterprise now located on the north
side of the street where once stood the Franklin House Hotel is not an essential component of the
village’s built environment. Still, for the purposes of this historical study which is intended as the
foundation for discussing the merits, and form, of a Heritage Conservation District, the middle of
the 20th century is a good stopping point.
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